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Danish American Political Behavior:
The Case of Iowa, 1887-1936
By Stephen H. Rye
Although thousands of Danish immigrants settled in Iowa,
often in communities which can readily be identified, there is
some difficulty in isolating voting units which were composed
largely of Danish Americans . For example, Fredsville, a settlement located west of Cedar Falls in Grundy County, became
the home of a sizeable Danish community, but in the voting
unit of Fairfield Township, census materials demonstrate that
the non-Danish voters slightly outnumbered the Danes in the
late nineteenth centuryJ However, at least five Iowa townships can be identified as having a clear majority of voters
who were Danish in background, and this study is limited to
the electoral behavior of these five townships.2 Four of the
five are in Audubon and Shelby Counties in the area around
the present municipalities of Elk Horn and Kimballton; the
other is the township which includes the town of Ringsted in
Emmet County.
As implied in the above statements, researchers have been
handicapped-if not occasionally mislead-in their inability to
measure precisely the statistical strength of the majority
group in precincts which are ostensibly homogeneous. For
example, impressionistic evidence, such as county histories or
the common knowledge that a particular ethnic/religious
group constituted a major element in a given area, often led
investigators into making nebulous claims for a local political
subdivision as "mainly " German Lutheran or " largely" Irish
Catholic . Manuscript census materials can significantly
increase confidence levels for such claims, but students of
ethnic history have been forced to use the 1880 federal
census as the most recent of such sources; the 1890 census
was largely destroyed by fire; the 1900 census has been made
available for indiscriminate exploitation only in recent
months .
Fortunately, many states took enumerations of their
citizenry, a procedure followed in Iowa for years ending in ·
five, but terminated during the Great Depression of the
1930's. Furthermore, to the researcher's delight, the 1895 Iowa
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census asked respondents to identify their religious affiliation,
permitting one not only to identify the ethnic factor, but also
to measure the strength of cultural factors as symbolized by
denominational affiliation. One admires the individualistic
response of William W . Kimmell, a physician in the town of
Pella, which led the enumerator to record, " do not want to
answer. " But, fortunately for the historical record, the vast
majority of the state's residents dutifully responded to the
question . Also, the census of the mid-nineties identified those
males who were eligible to vote in the general election, thus
eliminating those immigrants who were either ineligible for or
who had avoided citizenship. Consequently, tabulations
produced from this census can measure fairly accurately the
strength of ethnocultural variables.
Table I. Strength of Danish element as a percentage of the total
eligible voters, 1895.
Subdivision

Total number of voters

Danish element

Audubon County,
Oakfield Twp .

206

67.0%

Audubon County ,
Sharon Twp .
(Including
Kimballton)

228

88.6

Emmet County
Denmark Twp .
(including
Ringsted)

89

67.4

Shelby County
Clay Twp .
(including
Elk Horn)

220

54.5

Shelby County
Jackson Twp.

191

70.2

Totals

934

70 .0

The author's tabulations from the 1895 Iowa census for the
five townships included iR this study are summarized in
Table 1.3 None of the three towns in these areas was incorporated in 1895, so all were included as a part of the
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township census. All had a Danish element which constituted
a majority of the eligible voters, a strength ranging from close
to 55% to nearly 89% of the electorate. Also, Tables 11 and
Ill summarize denominational loyalties for the Danes of these
five townships. All but Clay Township, Shelby County, had a
Lutheran affiliation level which exceeded 50% of the total. A
relatively high level of Danish nonaffiliation existed in that
township with over 35% of the Danish voters (18% of the
total) responding " none" to the census taker's request for the
identification of denominational ties. Rural Clay Township
also had a relatively high percentage (nearly one-fourth of the
total) of native Americans who indicated " none" on the
religion question:4 Danish nonaffiliation rates were notably
low in the other townships, ranging from zero to 8.4% . Nor
did · the Danish Adventists and Baptists constitute a large
group, together ranging from 2.2 to 9.1% of the total voters
in the five townships.

Table II. Strength of Danish denominational affiliation rates as a
percentage of the total ellglble voters, 1895.

Subdivision

Danish
Lutherans

Danish Baptists
& Adventists

Danish
Nonaffiliation

Audubon County
Oakfield Twp.

56.8%

8 .7%

1.5%

Audubon County
Sharon Twp .
(including
Kimballton)

78 .1

7 .5

3.1

Emmet County
Denmark Twp .
(including
Ringsted)

65 .2

2.2

0.0

Shelby County
Clay Twp .
(including
Elk Horn)

26.8

9.1

17.7

Shelby County
Jackson Twp .

55.0

6.8

8.4

Totals

55.4

7 .5

7.0
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Table Ill. Strength of Danish denomlnatlonal afflllatlon rates as a
percentage of the total number of Danish voters, 1895.

Subdivision

Danish
Lutherans

Danish
Baptists

Danish
Adventists

Danish
Nonaffil.

Audubon County
Oakfield Twp.

84.8%

8.0%

5.1%

2.2%

Audubon County
Sharon Twp.
(including
Kimballton)

88.1

2.5

5.9

3 .5

Emmet County
Denmark Twp.
(including
Ringsted)

96.7

0.0

3.3

0.0

Shelby County
Clay Twp.
(including
Elk Horn)

49.2

7.5

9.2

32.5

Shelby County
Jackson Twp.

78.4

3.7

6.0

11.9

Totals

79.1

4.6

6.1

10.0

Manuscript census data confirm that Danish Americans
acquired citizenship, thus voting privileges, rather quickly,
since relatively few Danish-born males responded negatively
to the inquiry about suffrage eligibility. Furthermore, citizenship responsibilities were taken quite seriously, if election-day
turnouts are a measure of a sense of political obligation.
Table IV summarizes the turnout rates by using the elections
of 1894, 1895, and 1896. The 1895 computations would be the
most valid statistically, since the election occurred within six
months of the compilation of the census. The years 1894 and
1895 involved state elections with contests for Secretary of
State and Governor respectively heading the ballot. The
turnout rates for 1895 averaged better than 80% for all the
townships and approached 90% in one township. The
township with the greatest proportion of Danes (Sharon,
Audubon County) saw over 83% of the eligible voters appear
at the polling place. The 1896 election involved a
high-interest and emotional presidential election, considered
34

to be one of the five "critical" national elections in the
republic's history? William Jennings Bryan, the DemocratPopulist fusion candidate, proselytized for an inflationary free
silver program against the conservative gold standard views of
William McKinley. It is impossible to know how many new
voters had moved into these townships or had now reached
their majority, but it appears reasonable to conclude that
virtually every eligible voter was moved to cast a ballot in
this election. The two townships which were virtually all rural
(Oakfield in Audubon County and Jackson in Shelby County),
and which would have been expected to have experienced
the least population growth, and turnout rates of 97 and
104% respectively, using the 1895 census figures. At least for
the late nineteenth century, it appears appropriate to
conclude that eight of every ten eligible Danish voters cast
ballots in relatively low-interest elections and that more than
nine of every ten voters appeared at the polls in high-interest
contests.
Table IV. Voter turnout percentages based on the number of voters In
1895.

1894

1895

1896

Audubon County
Oakfield Twp.

82.5%

75.7%

103.9%

Audubon County
Sharon Twp.
(including
Kimballton)

82.5

83.3

103.1

Emmet County
Denmark Twp.
(including
Ringsted)

66.3

51.7

106.7

Shelby County
Clay Twp.
(including
Elk Horn)

80.9

89.1

95.5

Shelby County
Jackson Twp.

82.2

83.2

96.9 ·

Totals

80.5

80.0

Subdivision
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100.5

Voting returns from these five townships were collected
and analyzed for the thirteen presidential elections and the
twenty-six gubernatorial contests between 1887 and 1936 as
well as for the woman suffrage referendum of 1916. 6 Impressionistic evidence, including speeches, editorials, and manuscripts, has been ignored for the purposes of this study.
Indeed, impressionistic materials in political history can be
misleading. For example, the traditional assumption that the
widespread support among the German American elite for
Abraham Lincoln in 1860 translated into Republican support
at the polls among the German American masses has been
successfully challenged by scholars when local election
returns have been scrutinized and Carl Schurz's speeches
ignored.7 It is, after all, the actions of the unknown thousands
who appear at the polling places that register the ultimate
decisions, not the elite alone.
One notable characteristic of the election behavior of the
five Danish townships is the absence of bloc voting so
familiar to the student of political history. Townships in Iowa
which can be isolated by ethnic homogeneity frequently
translated their group ethnocultural outlook into substantial
majorities for the candidate who expressed, explicitly or
symbolically, their particular world view. A convenient
example involves the gubernatorial campaigns of 1889 and
1891 where the overriding issue in Iowa, as well as in many
other states, was prohibition. As might be predicted,
townships of German and Irish predominance registered
majorities in the neighborhood of 90% for the candidates
who avoided a commitment to the total prohibition of liquor.
Pietistic ethnics, most notably the Norwegian and Swedish
Iowans, voted in similar percentages, but for the candidates
who called for the banishment of demon rum . However, the
Danish voters were much more divided in these elections with
about six of every ten voters voting for the Democratic
candidate for Governor, the candidate who opposed prohibition .
This points to the additional conclusion that, at least in
the case of Iowa, it is inappropriate to speak of the Scandinavian voter. Paul Kleppner found a similar support for
Democratic candidates in the case of Wisconsin's Danes of
the Gilded Age, "unheard of in Swedish and Norwegian
units ."8 However proper the Scandinavian classification may
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be in linguistic, religious, or other cultural contexts, the
Danes exercised a political independence and heterogeneity
which was often in sharp contrast with their Swedish and
Norwegian counterparts .
The Danes were deeply divided in their political loyalties.
Of the thirty-nine national and state elections analyzed in this
study, in only six contests did all of the Danish precincts
register pluralities for the same candidate. Four of these rare
examples of political +ikemindedness were contests for
Governor. In both 1889 and 1891 the Danish precincts voted
for the Democratic candidate, Horace Boies; in 1906 all voted
for the popular Republican progressive, Albert B. Cummins;
and in 1918, in an unprecedented display of unity, all of the
Danish polling places, now numbering seven, 9 cast huge
majorities for the Democratic candidate, Claude R. Porter,
reflecting a reaction to the alleged anti-Danish remarks of the
incumbent, William L. HardingJO In only two instances did
all of the Danish townships vote for the same presidential
candidate; they favored Grover Cleveland in 1892 and
Theodore Roosevelt in 1904.
Whether the bitter division in Danish American Lutheranism-a schism particularly acrimonious in Iowa-in the
1890's is an explanatory variable in this absence of political
cohesion is a somewhat speculative question . But it is the
author's feeling that such a notion cannot be discarded.
Theological polarities among Iowa's Danes did at least assist
in the cementing of different political loyalties and commitments among neighbors of different denominational loyalties.
With the exception of the anti-Harding vote in 1918 and the
support of Franklin D . Roosevelt in 1932, Elk Horn and
Kimballton have voted for opposite parties, at least since
1914, the point at which both towns had voting places
separate from their rural neighbors. Elk Horn, largely loyal to
the more pietistic Inner Mission expression of Danish
Lutheranism, consistently voted Republican with the
exception of the two elections mentioned above. Kimballton,
with its leanings toward a more liberal Grundtvigian Lutheranism, never voted Republican in the period after 1912. And
Elk Horn terminated its depression era flirtation with . the
Democrats in the presidential elections subsequent to 1932.
But the evidence is not totally consistent. The other
Danish township with Democratic proclivities, Jackson in
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Shelby County, had as its principal expression of Lutheranism
a congregation of Inner Mission antecedents . However, the
township's economic and social ties to Kimballton, as well as
the geographic proximity of the two areas, may have contributed to the people's willingness to support Democrats, 11
although thi s loyalty was never as strong as Kimballton's.
Also ; the data for Jackson Township indicate that, for whatever reason , this area remained true to its nineteenth century
Democratic traditions, while the other Danes were shifting
suddenly to the Grand Old Party in the wake of DemocraticPopulist radicalism .
Figure I. Republican presidential vote In 'Iowa, statewide and In Danish
Townships , 1888-1936. ·
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In terms of general voting trends, the aggregate picture
tends to be something like the following (also, see Figures I
and ,ll-): In the 1880's and on into the 1890's the majority of
Iowa's Danes were Democratic, desiring, it may be presumed ,
to avoid the more activistic Republican Party, a party which
was occasionally tainted w ith nativism as well. Of interest
here is the fact, mentioned above, that Paul Kleppner found a
similar Democratic leaning in Wisconsin's Danish areas.12
However, in the mid-nineties, a dramatic sh ift in political
preferences occurred as Iowa's Danes rejected the " radical "
doctrines of Populism . In the crucial presidential election of
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Figure II. Republican gubematorlal vote in Iowa, statewide and In
Danish Townships, 1887-1936.
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1896, the " Demopop" candidate, William Jennings Bryan , vied
with the more conservative Republican candidate, William
McKinley. Then 55% of the voters in the Danish areas, as
contrasted with 36% in the 1892 presidential contest, cast
votes for the Republican , with only Jackson Township voting
for Bryan (by 53.5% , a 23 percentage point slippage for the
Democrats since the previous national election) . Throughout
the next decade and a half, the Danes supported Republican
candidates. The movement away from the Democratic
preferences of the 1880's and 90's clearly came with the takeover of The Democracy by Populist elements, not in the late
stages of the Progressive movement, as Thomas Peter
Christensen claims.13
Some cracks in this Republican hegemony appeared in the
teens. Danes continued to prefer Republicans in state
contests, but in both the 1912 and 1916 contests, opposition
candidates gained pluralities. Theodore Ressovelt's third party
effort in 1912 gained over 42% of the vote in the Danish
sections while Woodrow Wilson , the Democrat, followed with
36% ; William Howard Taft finished a poor third with under
21% . In the two-way contest of 1916, Wilson carried the
Danish un its by 52% in a contest where Democrats exploited
the " He kept us out of war" slogan . World War I also created
39

political agony for ethnics in Iowa with the chauvinistic
proclamation by the Republican Governor prohibiting the
speaking for foreign languages in public, worded to include
telephone conversations. In explaining the rational for his
actions, Governor Harding apparently made disparaging
remarks about the Danes coming from the "filth of
Denmark"14 to the pristine farms of Iowa. The result was that
85% of the voters in the Hawkeye state's Danish areas voted
for the Governor's opponent in 1918; these were precincts
which he had carried two years earlier by a proportion in
excess of 63% . In the four voting places in and around Elk
Horn and Kimballton, Harding received only 39 votes of 445
cast, a mere 9% of the ballots. But in the next two decades
the seven Danish precincts in the five townships included in
this study would fail to vote together in any state or national
races for the top executive posts at those levels of government.
The trauma of the World War period and the agricultural
depression of the 1920's were apparently powerful influences
in destroying the popularity of the Grand Old Party in several
of the Danish areas . And, among all of the Danes, the
aggregate figures points to a Republicanism notably less
attractive than for the state as a whole, as Figures I and 11
illustrate.
Most noticeable in their rejection of the Republican party
in the 1920's were the polling places in Kimballton town and
in Jackson Township, and this was true even in the years
when Republicans were enjoying landslides in both state and
national elections . Jackson Township was the only polling
place in Shelby County to reject the popular Warren G .
Harding in •favor of the Democrat, James M. Cox, in the 1920
presidential election . Similarly, Kimballton and Sharon
precincts in Audubon County were the only ones in that
county to register a preference for Cox. All three of these
precincts retained their loyalty to The Democracy throughout
the 1920's, although Sharon precinct occasionally returned
Republican majorities in this watershed decade.
It was the 1928 election, not the Great Depression, which
saw a significant aggregate movement back to the Democrats,
with the Danes supporting that party's candidates for both
President and Governor. In the presidential race Alfred E.
Smith of New York received over 52% of the votes in the
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Danish townships, indicating a refusal to support a native
Iowan , Herbert Hoover. Hoover carried 62% of the statewide
vote. Mjaor themes in the rhetoric of this compaign involved
the Catholicism of Al Smith and his wet views on the prohibition issue. Samuel Lubell has documented the importance
of the 1928 election in signaling, for the first time, an
electoral failure for the Republicans in the large cities, and
leading to the conclusion that the desertion from Republican
ranks commenced prior to the Great Depression . Such an
observation assigns historical importance to the Happy
Warrior's having established the groundwork for the political
revolution of the 1930's.15 An identical interpretation can be
applied to Smith's role in luring Iowa's rural Danes back to
the Democrats . Three of the seven Danish precincts, Denmark
Township in Emmet County, Oakfield Township in Audubon
County, and Elk Horn precinct in Shelby County, supported
Hoover in 1928, but in every instance, by smaller percentages
than their support for Calvin Collidge in 1924.
Franklin Roosevelt completed the triumph of the
Democratic party in the 1932 election . Hoover's reelection bid
was supported by Danes at a level of only slightly in excess of
30% . Subsequent Republican challengers in the new Deal era
did only somewhat better. Alfred Landon obtained less than
40% of the Danish vote in 1936; by 1940 Wendell Willkie
could trim Roosevelt's proportion to slightly less than 60%.
However, one township, Oakfield, never supported the New
Deal , even giving Hoover a slight margin (51%) in 1932. In
addition , the Elk Horn and Rorbeck precincts in Clay
Township of Shelby County quickly returned to their
Republican leanings in the elections following 1932. The
author has not compiled systematically the returns for the
past three decades, but superficial inspection of the election
results indicates the permanence of the Democratic loyalty in
the Kimballton area, whereas the other Danish voting units
have had a Republican tendency, except for unusual
elections, such as the 1964 Johnson-Coldwater contest, for
example .
Danish voters in Iowa have eschewed third party efforts
throughout the state's history with the exceptions of the years
1912 (Theodore Roosevelt's Bull Moose party) and 1924
(Robert La Follette's Progessive movement) . Both of these
progressive parties were ephemeral and dominated by famous
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personalities. Prohibition , Populist, and Socialist parties have
had v irtually no attraction for the Danish American voter. For
example, James B. Weaver, an Iowan, engineered a relatively
strong effort for the Presidency on the Populist ticket in 1892,
receiving 8.5% of the national popular vote and 4.6% of the
vote in Iowa. But, in the state's Danish townships, less than
1% of the voters were inclined to waste their vote on a third
party . Danes were similarly unrespo11sive to the candidacy of
John F. Hanson on the Prohibition ticket for Governor in
1903, with but two citizens casting votes for a third party
candidate, even though he had a Scandinavian surname.
Iowa's voters registered their opinion on woman suffrage
in a plebiscite in 1916 on a proposed amendment to the state
constitution which would have deleted the word " male" from
the suffrage requirements . Six of the seven Danish precincts
cast negative ballots by percentages ranging from 52 to 68 .
Only one unit, Kimballton , supported this social / poli t ical
change, but by the barest of margins, 29 to 28. Kimballton 's
dissent from the political attitudes of its Danish comrades was
again salient. Cumulative results in these townships indicate
six of every ten voters rejected the notion of women at the
polls, a level of rejection considerably higher than the
statewide negative vote of 51 .5%. However, when woman
suffrage came four years later by federal amendment, the
turnout increase would indicate little reluctance on the part
of Dani sh women to assert the newly won prerogative. In the
Danish areas approximately 60% more voters appeared in the
voting statistics for the 1920 election as compared to the previous presidential contest; statewide, the increase was 73% .
Figures I and 11 also compare and contrast the Republican
percentages cast by two groups, the Danish voters and the
entire state's electorate, in gubernatorial and presidential
elections, showing both the changes over time and the
relation ship between the two groups. Perhaps the salient
picture these constructs draw is the proximity of the Danes to
the trends of the larger society, with the single exception of
the Danish alienation from the Republicans in 1918.
Although the Danes were much more strongly committed to
the Democratic party than were the citizens of the state as a
whole in the 1880's and early 90's, the abandonment of this
loyalty was quite rapid in the wake of party realignments
stimulated by the Populi st movement. Consequently, these
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areas were transformed into Republican strongholds,
somewhat more loyal to the G .O .P. than was the state as a
whole. Following World War I, the Danes continued to
resemble the statewide trends, but with less enthusiasm for
the Republicans than was exhibited by the rest of the state.
And, along with the larger society, the Danes were converted
to The Democracy during the economic confusion of the
1920' s and 30's, tending again to support the majority party at
slightly stronger levels than the rest of the state. In a word ,
the Danes as a group have not been particularly extraordinary
in their voting demeanor, either at the levels of support for
the two parties or in their tendency to follow the general
trends.

FOOTNOTES
1. Computed by the author from the manuscript Iowa census of 1895. All
references to census materials refer to documents available at the Iowa State
Historical Department, Division of Historical Museum and Archives, East Twelfth
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2. T. P. Christensen used nine townships in generalizing about Danish voting
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these units. Thomas Peter Christensen, A History of the Danes in Iowa (Solvang,
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individuals, consequently, involved judgment calls as to their nativity. Therefore, the
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4 . This is an interpretation based on the way the census is arranged. The
enumerator apparently used different booklets for town and country.
5. V. 0. Key, Jr., "A Theory of Critical Elections," Journal of Politics 17(February,
1955): pp. 3-18.
6. All voting statistics at the township and precinct level were obtained from the
appropriate issues of the Iowa Official Register, commonly called the "red book,"
with the exception of 1920. 1920 returns were obtained from local newspapers,
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for Denmark Township, Emmet County.
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"The Case of Iowa," Mid-America 44(July, 1962): pp:'146-62.
8. Paul Kleppner, The Cross of Culture (New York," 1970), p. 53.
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9. Clay Township in Shelby County was divided into two precincts, Elk Horn and
Rorbeck, in 1908. Sharon Township in Audubon county had two precincts,
Kimballton and Sharon, commencing in 1914.
10. Peter L. Petersen, "Language and Loyalty: Governor Harding and Iowa's
Danish-Americans During World War I," Annals of Iowa 42(Fall, 1974): pp. 405-17.
11. Bethlehem Lutheran Chruch, 1977. (Centennial booklet, no publisher
indicated, pages unnumbered) . During 1969-70 this congregation worshipped in the
Kimballton church while the Jackson Township church repaired fire damage.
12. Kleppner, p. 53.
13. Christensen, p. 185.
14. Petersen, p. 412.
15. Samuel Lubell, The Future of American Politics (New York, 1956) , pp. 29-43.
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